Purpose:
Introduction
The employability of graduates is becoming an increasingly important topic within higher education. The 2008 recession had an impact on graduates' concerns over employment and on Higher Education Institutes in an increasingly competitive environment. Graduate prospects are also a key determination of university league ranking.
Thus, it is important for universities to better understand employer skills requirements, so that their graduates can better meet those requirements as well as the crucial wider educational objectives of a university degree. This article originates from research into the nature of employer demand for business and management skills in the wider Edinburgh regional workforce and considers those who have just graduated from their first degree in a business school.
The Role of Business Schools
Discussing graduate employability brings into focus the role of universities and particularly the role of business schools. There have long existed tensions between the diversity of demands on business schools, such as: producing trained functionaries for industry and the development of creative and critical minds; differing levels of skills development and education, from undergraduates to PhDs; theoretical research and impact on society; and what can realistically be delivered within the resources available and are expectations appropriate? This is particularly relevant when it comes to business schools. Business schools had their origins as trade schools, where sometimes the local manager of a plant would come in and teach the students. In 1959, the Ford and Carnegie foundations criticised business schools for their lack of research and theory. Both foundations recommended that business schools become academically focused. Universities invested heavily in their business schools and their focus switched towards scientific research (Bennis and O'Toole, 2005) .
However, criticisms are nowadays levelled against business schools in that they are too detached from business, that they are more concerned with theory rather than practice, that staff have limited experience in the private sector and are more interested in academic research, influenced in the UK by the Research Excellence Framework, than working with businesses (Shackleton, 2012) .
Likewise, business schools have been criticised for producing research which is not relevant to business and not contributing to improvements in business practices and wider society.
Furthermore, business schools are criticised for doing a poor job of educating and preparing their graduates for the world of work (Pfeffer and Fong, 2004 ).
There are, however, problems when business schools align too closely with business and their requirements (Gleeson and Keep, 2004; Mackney, 2007) . Often these employer expressed requirements are short-term rather than focussed on long-term needs of both industry and society (rather than specific employers) and education that may be beneficial across the career of the graduate. They can lose their academic integrity and not promote high ethical standards among students. In addition some employers may be seeking to transfer training and staff development costs from themselves to others and there is a question as to which employers' views should be taken account of rather than responding to the most vocal (Keep, 2012) . Further issues include, should the focus of business education be on: SMEs, or larger global organisations; on innovation and entrepreneurship; and on business education or wider management education for a variety of types of employers?
Indeed, business schools have been charged with championing the worst aspects of capitalism and promoting fast track corporate growth without due attention to the wider societal effects, which was seen in the Enron disaster and the financial crisis (Starkey and Tempest, 2005) .
Intrinsic to the debate about business schools is the perception of business education by universities, such as: the tensions and balance between theoretical research and impact on businesses and society; academic purity of subjects versus multi-disciplinary research; pedagogy and professional practice; the financial performance of business schools and their consideration of wider global issues such as inequality and climate change (Clarke, 2013a) .
Is business considered a typical academic subject or more of a profession, such as medicine or law? Most teachers in the medical faculty are practising doctors and therefore 'practice what they preach' and have intimate knowledge of the current issues in practice and how they link to theory (Bennis and O'Toole, 2005) . New technical and socio-economic developments are important, such as the influence of major economic changes, including the recent financial collapse and the development of new teaching forms such as Massive open online courses (MOOCs) which may profoundly alter the form, content and accessibility of business education (Clarke, 2013b) .
Policy Context
The pressures to produce employable graduates, from students, employers and governments, have placed graduate employability further up the higher education agenda.
This results in a need for students to clearly understand how their academic achievements relate to developing skills valued by potential employers. The labour market remains very competitive and therefore universities seek to ensure they are equipping graduates with the right skills to meet employer demands, while at the same time equipping students for future long-term careers and life and providing a worthwhile education.
The institutions also have a role in providing employability enhancement and encouraging students to undertake other activities away from their core studies (Pegg et al., 2012) . Since 2012, universities and colleges have been required to publish standardised information for all their undergraduate courses in the form of a Key Information Set (KIS) (Key Information Sets, 2012 ). This will allow potential students to see what percentage of graduates from a particular course secure a graduate level job within six months of graduating.
In a Scottish context, the Lifelong Skills Strategy recognises the need for universities to explore ways of promoting and recognising achievements of young people, in addition to formal qualifications, across various education levels from primary to higher education.
Furthermore, it is recognised that employers need to have their skills requirements met to support economic and employment development (The Scottish Government, 2007) . The next section considers graduate skills in general and then business school graduate skills.
Section 3 sets out the methods and survey while section 4 presents the findings. This is followed by a discussion and consideration of qualitative responses from employers and then the conclusions.
Graduate Skills in General
Analysis of 1,000 job advertisements aimed at recent graduates in four occupational categories (finance, general management, HRM, marketing), found that the most common skills demanded of graduate job entrants were: Communication (420), IT (320), Organisation (280), Team working (270), Interpersonal (240) and Motivation (230) (Bennett, 2002) .
In the CBI's Education and Skills Survey 2012 of 542 employers -the most important factors considered when recruiting graduates were: employability skills (81%), degree subject (70%), relevant work experience/industrial placement (68%), and degree class (46%). The same survey also found that employers were concerned with graduates in terms of inadequate work experience (37%), team working (25%), and problem solving (23%) (CBI, 2012) .
Similarly, the UK Commission for Employment and Skills Employer Skills Survey 2011 interviewed 2,503 Scottish employers and found that 86% of Scottish employers thought that graduates from Scottish universities were well prepared for work. The minority, who felt that graduates were not well prepared, considered that they lacked experience, or motivation (Davies et al., 2011) .
The Council for Industry and Higher Education published their survey of 233 employers in 2008 (Archer and Davison, 2008) . Their research found that, generally across all sizes of organisation, the most important skills and capabilities when recruiting new graduates were: communication skills, team working skills, integrity, intellectual ability, and confidence. The largest gaps in the capabilities of new graduates were seen as commercial awareness, analysis and decision-making skills, communication skills, and good writing skills. In relation to numeracy skills sought by employers, research involving 165 employers indicated that the numerical tasks which employers expected graduates to be competent were calculating percentages (88%), data interpretation (85%), numerical problem solving (78%), and using spreadsheet software (78%) (Durrani and Tariq, 2012) .
Industry organisations such as Universities Scotland (2012) and AGCAS Scotland have produced publicity which highlights the achievements of a number of graduates from Scottish universities who have succeeded in gaining employment and pursuing professional careers after graduation. Employers also contribute their views on recruiting graduates.
Many employers showcased in the publication offer internships and work placements.
They consider it offers an insight into their particular industry and builds key skills and attributes in the students. The employers want applicants to demonstrate these key skills and attributes during recruitment. The general consensus amongst employers is that graduates that make themselves as 'work ready' as possible are in a much stronger position.
The graduates showcased in the publication offer their opinions in what has helped them.
Several of the graduates considered that group work and presentations as part of their studies better prepared them for work. All the graduates considered that work experience greatly boosted their confidence and developed their skills (Universities Scotland, 2012).
However, there is a discrepancy between the desire for students with work experience and the willingness of employers to provide it. CMI (2014) research of 1,065 organisation members found that only 22% of employers provided student placements or internships, although 89% wanted students to have meaningful work experience.
Universities Scotland have also identified existing good practice in enhancing employability and proposed further action to improve employability. This includes; further embedding employability skills in university teaching, greater role of careers service, improved work placements, developing entrepreneurship, greater engagement with SMEs, and enhancing global skills to thrive within multi-national companies (Universities Scotland, 2013).
Business School Graduates Skills
Although business schools vary in the disciplines that they cover, in this paper we focus on to as large extent on business studies, management and HRM. In research undertaken with 154 employers in New Zealand, employers were asked to rate the importance of a number of business graduate competences and also to rate new business graduates' performance for the same graduate competencies (Hodges and Burchell, 2003) . The research found that the employers most valued: ability and willingness to learn, energy and passion, teamwork and cooperation, and interpersonal communication. It also indicated that the largest gaps between importance and performance were: customer service orientation, order quality and accuracy, interpersonal communication, and problem solving. Similarly, Maxwell et al. (2010) found communication and problem-solving skills to be highly ranked by employers and urged their involvement in curricula design.
The impact of the 2008 global economic downturn has given rise to a significant change in the higher education sector. Despite differences in approach within each of the UK nations of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland (Pegg et al., 2012) , a common theme has been the need to ensure that graduates emerging from the HE system are capable of contributing to national economic growth through their knowledge, skills and creativity.
Although a contested term, a dominant concept of graduate employability is based on the assumption that employability is defined in terms of the skills and attributes that an individual is seen to possess (Pool and Sewell, 2007; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005) . It is commonly assumed that this set of achievements should include skills, understanding and personal attributes that collectively make an individual more useful in the labour market thereby benefiting themselves, the workforce and the wider economy (Yorke, 2004) .
As an indicator of the importance of graduate employability to the higher education sector, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) embedded employability at the core of their HE agenda. It is claimed that this will bring significant private and public benefit, demonstrating higher education's broader role in contributing to economic growth as well as its vital role in social and cultural development (HEFCEa 2011, p4 ).
In the United States, the issue of graduate employability has gained increasing prominence since the late 1990s (Robinson et al., 2007) . It was noted that 'entry level college graduates have not acquired the skills necessary for the workforce and, as such, are not prepared for the demands of industry careers' (Peddle, 2000) .
There has been criticism of business schools for placing too much emphasis on technical skills at the cost of soft skills such as communication, interpersonal skills and teambuilding (Winstead et al., 2011) . In 2004, the influential Wall Street Journal published an article that argued that soft skills such as 'leadership, communication and the ability to work in teams, are just as important as the 'hard stuff' to recruiters in the evaluation of potential employees' (Alsop, 2004) .
Similarly, an international comparison found that both Australian (155) and UK academics (135) placed considerable significance on the need of business graduates to develop: problem solving skills, data analysis and management skills, critical thinking skills, and the understanding of business management principles (Jackson and Chapman, 2009 ).
Australian research into the oral communication skills needs and uses of business graduate employees (based on a small sample of 24 employers) found that oral communication skills were a vital component in the workplace. Indeed, they were seen as important or very important by the overwhelming majority of employers in the recruitment, job success, and promotion of business graduates. Furthermore, it is considered that Business Schools need to go beyond students undertaking formal presentations to improve graduates oral communication skills (Crosling and Ward, 2002) .
In relation to the recruitment of business graduates, research carried out with 75 employers in the USA indicated that the skills they sought were: communication, computer literacy, interpersonal/social, critical/thinking, leadership, and teamwork. The majority of employers surveyed considered that portfolios were useful in providing these skills in context (Moody et al., 2002) .
The educational process in business schools has been criticised for not developing graduates with employability skills. Generally, this is perceived by the lack of relevance of management theory being taught and the processes used to teach the students (Avramenko, 2012).
Methods
To identify the sample of employers to be contacted for their views of business graduates, a request was made to Student and Academic Services within Edinburgh Napier University for the 'Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education' (DLHE) database. The DLHE database provides information on the activities of students gaining a qualification from Edinburgh Napier University after graduation. Data are collected through a survey carried out approximately six months after the student has left the university with a first degree from the Business School. The DLHE database follows a standardised format devised by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) and provides a robust and reliable measure of student post-graduation activity (see HEFCE, 2011b The use of a mixed methods approach to data gathering through telephone interviews, face to face interviews and online surveys represented a flexible approach towards a wide range of employers. Each of the approaches used a common questionnaire that was adapted for use over the telephone, online or face to face. This approach ensured that although there were differences in the way in which interviews were conducted, interviewees were all responding to the same questions.
Responses
In total, 207 employers from the DLHE database were contacted and an interview requested. Information was received from 72 respondents (71 unique organisations)
giving a response rate of 35%. The majority of interviews (58) were conducted by phone, three interviews were conducted face to face and three were completed by e-mail. A total of 10 online surveys were started and 8 were completed. Most of the respondents were from the private sector organisations with fewer from the public and third sectors (Table 2 ). The findings described in this paper suggest that further research in this area using a larger sample, would better inform the direction of the development of employability within the UK HE sector. The overwhelming majority of respondents were large employers, with fewer small and medium employers (Table 3) . The largest number of private sector organisations operated within professional services, a sizeable number operated within retail and hospitality (Table 4) . 
Research Findings

Impact of the Recession
Employers were asked what impact the recent recession had had on their recruitment of graduates. Furthermore, they were asked about the impact of the economic situation on the training and development of all staff. Nearly 44% of employers reported that the recession had not impacted on the number of graduates they recruited, whilst just over 28% of employers stated that the numbers of graduates they have recruited had either increased or decreased. Nearly 38% of employers in the public sector reported that their recruitment of graduates had declined.
This likely indicates the effect of reducing public sector expenditure on recruitment. The economic situation was clearly having a negative impact on the training and development of staff in many organisations, with nearly 40% of respondents reporting decreased training and staff development. In particular, 64% of the public sector respondents reported a decline in training and development. Some public sector organisations reported increasing their training simply because they performed an economic development role and there was a need to increase this role given the economic climate.
Factors Recruiting Graduates
Employers were asked about the most important factors they consider when recruiting graduates. Respondents reported that personal attitude, employability skills, relevant work experience, degree result, and degree subject were what they valued most. The relatively small sample size means that it is less likely that there would be large statistically significant differences. However, there were indications that employers with under 2,000 employees valued the degree subject more than larger employers (using a simple t-test at 5%).
Transferable Skills Favoured
Employers were asked their views on what were the most important transferable skills when recruiting graduates. Respondents reported that trustworthiness, reliability, motivation, communication skills, and a willingness to learn were what they valued most.
In relation to trustworthiness, research carried out by The Council for Industry and Higher
Education (Archer and Davison, 2008) found that integrity was a key capability when recruiting new graduates. The UK Commissions Employer Skills Survey (2011) found that a lack of motivation of graduates from universities was an issue amongst the minority of employers who felt that graduates were not well prepared for work. As one SME stated -'English and writing are very important, as well as motivation and understanding that they are there to work'.
There were no significant differences between employers operating in different sectors in any of the transferable skills.
Key Areas Needing Addressed
Employers were asked what they thought were the key areas that needed to be addressed by all the graduates they recruited. Respondents reported that realistic
expectations (of what the job entailed and the pay and conditions of the job), business awareness, customer awareness, and awareness of work were most lacking. The Council for Industry and Higher Education's research of 233 employers found that largest gap in the capabilities of new graduates was commercial awareness. Many employers in this study reported that students had unrealistic expectations; as one large private sector organisation informed us -'student expectations are too high, students place too much value on a degree, whilst employers value experience and attitude more...'
The service sector (particularly Retail/Hospitality and Professional Services) had a higher level of concern around business awareness compared to other sectors.
Discussion
The results of the research indicate that the higher education sector should continue to ensure that the employability of graduates is given serious consideration throughout their university education. Our research findings suggest that employers are placing considerable importance on the capacity of graduates to demonstrate that they possess a wide range of skills.
Indeed when asked to rank factors considered to be important when recruiting graduates, employers ranked personal attitude and employability skills above more traditional hard outcome measures such as degree result and degree subject. This mirrors research elsewhere (see Hodges and Burchell, 2003; CBI, 2012) .
Employers frequently voiced their belief in the importance of graduates having soft skills.
About a third of all employers that participated in the research stated that graduates lacked the skills to obtain employment. This included: poor CVs; not researching the company they are applying to work for; not understanding the recruitment/interview process; and not performing well at interview. A large public sector employer stated that graduates needed 'training for filling in application forms, preparing for interviews, better understanding recruitment process'.
The Graduate recruiter for a large financial services organisation explained that he was surprised how graduates arrived for interview with little understanding of the organisation to which they were applying. He advised graduates to 'make sure they research the company fully before applying'.
It was also clear from interviews with employers that a key resource for the development of soft skills and wider employability was the use of work experience. The majority of employers considered work experience to be vital in the development of graduates, as suggested by (Davies et al., 2011 Employers also highlighted the need for work experience to be targeted in a way that helped develop the employability of graduates. Whilst work experience was, for some, seen to be better than none, it was also clear that work experience that was targeted at an area relevant to the future career of the graduate was vital.
A large private sector organisation stated that 'any relevant work experience is good, even 2-week work shadowing. Commercial work experience is far better than something like bar work'. An interviewee from a large private sector organisation said in an interview that 'work placements have to be managed well, they have a chance to deal with performance reviews, chance to deal with difficult situations'.
Work placements are a vital link for undergraduates and graduates to the labour market but also for the development of personal employability. Several interviewees described situations where the recruitment of graduates had taken place as a result of work
placements. An engineering company described how, 'We took on a student on an industrial placement with us, it was very useful in securing a graduate position'. An SME mentioned that they took students on placement from another University through their Club 21 Business Partnership Programme, which often led to offers of employment.
Some employers mentioned curriculum changes. One considered that giving business students the opportunity to learn a foreign language would boost their employability with employers who operated internationally, which would also broaden their education. Other employers felt that sales training would be of use to both business students and employers alike. One SME considered that there was a lack of high quality Internet Marketing teaching in any regional university. Another SME thought that accounting programmes in universities were geared to meet the needs of large accounting firms and not theirs. Obviously, these are the views of these particular employers and may not be representative of others and further research is needed on ways of giving employers, as a whole, a 'voice' in dialogues on graduate employability.
The evidence collated during this research suggests several approaches that could be adopted by university business school to improve the employability of students and graduates. Firstly, consistent with the Council for Industry and Higher Education (Archer and Davison, 2008) Secondly, the relationship between academia and industry in the development of employability skills is a two way relationship. Several employers in the study highlighted the need for closer linkages between university business schools and employers. Closer links would enable greater information sharing about possible work placements, graduate recruitment and allow employers to offer undergraduates insights into a variety of industrial sectors. Care would need to be taken, as discussed above, against: an over influence of the most vocal employers, an emphasis on short term job readiness rather than lifelong and career skills; and a diminution of the wider educational role of degree courses.
Thirdly, whilst technical skills continue to form the basis of a strong academic education, it is important for students to develop their soft skills. Effective communication skills, working together in groups and possessing relevant work experience are frequently cited by employers as key soft skills that are required to strengthen the employability of graduates.
Conclusions
A key theme emerging from the research was the fact that many graduates appear to be lacking in some relevant skills to obtain employment. This may emanate partly from an expectation that getting a degree is enough and simply do not take into account the effort required in creating excellent CV's and application forms, of researching a potential employer fully, of understanding their value to an employer and having the skills and confidence to demonstrate these at an interview and/or selection centre.
Our findings suggest that employers do value, good relevant work experience.
Therefore, it is important that students in seeking to develop their employability find opportunities for relevant work experience.
As discussed earlier, tensions exist between the roles of the business school as an institute of academic excellence whose teaching develops students' critical thinking and that which is closely aligned to business needs and produces graduates which meet their requirements.
This research has indicated that business schools could do more to increase the employability of their students and graduates. There could be additional resources put into innovative forms of careers services. There clearly is a place for high quality internships and work placements to develop students' confidence and skills and relate academia to the world of work. The business schools should engage in dialogue with businesses, so that it is clear for them who to contact around, work placements, recruitment, and input. However, the business schools need to retain a strong recognition of the need for academic independence and to produce teaching and research relevant to the needs of society and graduates who are confident, multi-skilled and critical thinkers throughout their lives, as well as to the needs of good employers. 
